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The Experience of Waterfalls 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Landscape beauty has long been a concern of geographers and other scholars, but relatively little 
work has been done on the aesthetic analysis of  specific landscape features such as mountain peaks 
and waterfalls. In Australia, as in many other parts of the world, waterfalls are popular scenic 
attractions, and this paper attempts to explain the widespread appeal of these landforms by 
examining them in the light of theories of landscape aesthetics, from the picturesque and sublime to 
arousal and prospect-refuge. Waterfalls are found to possess, to a marked degree, many of the visual 
and other qualities that the Romantics valued, and which are identified by recent theorists as 
significant in the aesthetic experience of landscape. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  The Experience of Waterfalls 
 
 
 
‘Coastal and near coastal areas of Australia, chiefly those associated with the Great Dividing Range of 
the east, are well-endowed with waterfalls, most of which are highly picturesque.’ 
                                                                            The Australian Encyclopaedia, vol.  ix , 1963, 209. 
 
‘What do we like about landscape, and why do we like it?’  
                                                                           Jay Appleton, The Experience of Landscape, 1975, vii. 
 
 
 
 
Geographers working in the field of landscape aesthetics have been concerned mainly with scenery at 
the scale of the landscape unit, broad and regional in nature, or have focused on the setting unit, 
which can be defined as a ‘visual corridor or envelope of space’ bounded by landforms or vegetation 
(Litton and Tetlow, 1974, 43). These units are aesthetic objects, landscape complexes which 
themselves comprise a number of combined objects (Sepanmaa, 1993, 32-33), some of which may be 
described as features. Individual landscape  features, such as mountain peaks or waterfalls, however, 
have been relatively neglected in the literature.This study examines one particular type of  feature, 
waterfalls, partly because, with the exception of the work of US geographer, Plumb (1983; 1989; 
1993), little serious analysis of them has been published, and partly because, as landscape resources, 
they have not been fully appreciated by scholars, including geographers. 
 
The aesthetic appeal of waterfalls  
 
The widespread appeal of waterfalls is evident in their being prominently featured in travel literature, 
guide-books and tourism promotional material relating to many different parts of the world. Australia, 
despite its relative dryness and generally low relief, is no exception, and waterfalls are frequently 
mentioned among the natural attractions of many Australian destination areas, including the Kakadu, 
Lamington, Blue Mountains and  Mount Field national parks, the Gold Coast and Sunshine Coast 
hinterlands, and the Atherton and New England tablelands. Reports of Australian waterfalls date back 
to the early days of British colonization, at a time when appreciation of landscape was fashionable 
among Europeans. William Paterson reported seeing several on his expedition into the Blue 
Mountains in 1793, and when, in 1818, John Oxley and his party saw those on New England’s Apsley 
River, they ‘were lost in astonishment at the sight of this wonderful natural sublimity’ (Oxley, 1820, 
299). In his description of these falls, the Surveyor General wrote, ‘if the river had been full, so as to 
cover its entire bed, it would have been perhaps more awfully grand, but certainly not so beautiful’ 
(Oxley, 1820: 299). An insufficient flow, however, can so reduce the aesthetic experience as to cause 
the kind of response recorded by mid-nineteenth century travellers, Mossman and Banister. When 
they visited ‘a famous waterfall on the Blue Mountains’ (Wentworth Falls, a subject popular with 
artists), they were ‘so disappointed at the small volume of water it displayed’ that they felt ‘it was 
scarcely sufficient … to be considered a waterfall’ (Mossman and Banister, 1853, 250-251. The 
beauty of waterfalls, their grandeur, sublimity, picturesqueness and other aesthetic qualities are 
matters with which this essay is concerned, matters which are not only of philosophical or academic 
interest, but which are also of practical importance.   
 
While the usefulness of waterfalls for power generation has long been recognized, until recently, their 
value as resources for tourism has generally been overlooked in scholarly literature (Hudson, 1998). 
In terms of energy production, the potential economic value of a waterfall depends largely on the 
volume and consistency of flow together with the height of the fall; for tourism it is essentially the 
aesthetic quality, together with accessibility, which determines its value as a resource. Although 
height and volume of falls can influence the type and intensity of aesthetic response, there are many 
other factors which contribute to the experience of these landforms. This essay examines waterfalls in 
the light of landscape aesthetic theory in an attempt to explain what makes them so appealing to large 
numbers of people all over the world.  
 
Earlier aesthetic evaluations of waterfalls by geographers include those of Edward C. Rashleigh, who 
wrote Among the Waterfalls of the World (1935), and Rita Barton, author of Waterfalls of the World. 
A Pictorial Survey (1974). Before attempting an analysis in terms of the beautiful, the picturesque and 
the sublime, and more recent constructs such as arousal and prospect – refuge theories,  it is 
appropriate to consider what those two writers had to say about the aesthetic appeal of the cascades 
and cataracts which they experienced in a variety of settings in many different parts of the world. 
Rashleigh (1935, 13) noted, ‘the ever-changing loveliness of waterfalls … appealing in a thousand 
variations of sound to the ear, as their irised and constantly changing beauty appeals to the eye,’ while 
Barton (1974, 6) wrote of ‘the movement and texture of falling water, which together create a 
loveliness of which one never tires. It is a beauty at once both transient and reassuringly immutable. 
Moment by passing moment, season by season, the leaping river changes its voice, its mood, its 
aspect, in sensitive response to the varying elements around it.’ Both authors emphasize the 
delightfully various and varying sights and sounds of falling water, and the enduring fascination of 
constant change. Indeed, recent empirical research does suggest that sound and motion, characteristic 
of waterfalls, influence judgement of scenic beauty (Hetherington et al., 1993). 
 
The universal appeal of waterfalls 
 
Waterfalls have long fascinated and appealed to the aesthetic sense of people in widely different 
geographical and cultural contexts. Commonly featured in the myths and legends of non-literate 
societies, they have inspired writers and painters from ancient China and Japan to modern Europe, 
America and Australia. According to Shepard (1967, 254), falls ‘have been primary tourist attractions 
for a thousand years’, but this is probably an underestimate, for, as Eadington and Smith (1994, 4) 
remind us, Tivoli, renowned for its gardens and waterfalls, became a popular Roman holiday resort 
some two thousand years ago. Thousands of visitors annually are now attracted to the great cataracts 
of Niagara, Victoria and Iguassu, and waterfalls are among the most popular attractions of countries 
such as USA, Canada, Norway, Iceland and New Zealand. 
 
Other indicators of the widespread popularity of waterfalls are the many books published for 
‘waterfall lovers’. In Britain there are at least half a dozen books on Scottish, Welsh and English  
waterfalls, Mary Welsh (1987; 1992), alone, having written several on the falls of the Lake District 
and Yorkshire. Many others have been published in the USA  with titles such as, A Waterfall Lover’s 
Guide to the Pacific Northwest (Plumb, 1989), and North Carolina Waterfalls:Where to Find Them, 
How to Photograph Them (Adams, 1994). In Australia there is the booklet, Wild Waterfalls. Ten 
Great Australian Walks (Chapman, 1992), and many of the numerous illustrated volumes on 
Australian landscapes  contain photographs of waterfalls. A search of the internet yields several 
waterfall web sites, notably those of the US- based Waterfalls Unlimited 
http://www.waterfallsonline.com/ ) and the Japan Waterfalls Federation ( http://suzume.psy.senshu-
u.ac.jp/~kkatsuma/JWF/index.html ). There are also a few Australian web sites for waterfall lovers. 
 
The beautiful, the sublime and the picturesque 
The enjoyment of waterfalls is part of the aesthetic appreciation of nature, a subject explored recently 
by philosopher, Malcolm Budd (1996; 1998 a,b,c) with particular reference to the ideas of Immanuel 
Kant  (1724 – 1804). The German metaphysician lived at a time when many European thinkers were 
giving attention to the ancient philosophical problems of aesthetics, and when scientific advances 
were revealing the secrets of nature. Associated with the idea of Beauty  were the concepts of the 
Sublime and the Picturesque, which occupied the minds of many scholars and artists of the time for 
whom landscape had a profound appeal. In  seventeenth and eighteenth century Europe, a taste for 
landscape, both in painting and in the outdoor world, became fashionable, generating a considerable 
literature focusing on the concepts of Beauty, Sublimity and Picturesqueness. According to Edmund 
Burke, author of an essay on the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), the characteristics of the Beautiful 
include smoothness, gradual variation, smallness, lightness and delicacy, while the Sublime is 
associated with vastness , ruggedness, massiveness, darkness and gloom. The former is founded on 
pleasure, the latter on pain. Sublimity is related to the ‘delightful horror’ (see Schama, 1996, 447 ff.) 
that we experience at the prospect of danger when, in fact, we are detached or protected from any real 
threat. As we have seen earlier, John Oxley clearly recognized the distinction between the sublime 
and the beautiful when he observed that a waterfall might present a grander and more awe-inspiring 
sight when the river is in full flood, but it would probably be less beautiful. The lithograph, titled 
‘Bathurst’s Falls’, which illustrates this part of Oxley’s published journal, combines several of the 
features which characterize another aesthetic category, the Picturesque.  
 
Picturesqueness was introduced as a third category by William Gilpin, Uvedale Price and others. The 
term, Picturesque, refers largely to the arrangement, texture and form of landscape features such as 
hills, valleys, trees and grass, rocks and water. Quite literally, a picturesque scene is one which meets 
the eye as a satisfactory picture, one comparable with the landscape paintings which became 
fashionable in seventeenth and eighteenth century Europe.The eighteenth and nineteenth century 
devotees of the Picturesque had a passion for the Sublime which was one of the typical aspects of 
landscape taste. Other characteristics of Picturesque taste included a preference for rough textures, 
irregularity, partial concealment and the unexpected. Rocky, broken terrain was preferred to smooth 
land surfaces, natural woodland and weatherbeaten trees to carefully maintained lawns and groves. 
Grottoes, ruins, rustic bridges, quaint cottages and mills were among the objects which appealed to 
those with a taste for the picturesque. 
 
Waterfalls have picturesque appeal often because of their sublime qualities, discussed later, and 
because, even when they lack the magnitude and power to achieve sublimity, they commonly 
combine a number of other characteristics associated with picturesqueness. Their settings are typically 
in rocky, fissured terrain with tumbled boulders overhung by trees, some undermined by the torrent, 
leaning precariously over the turbulent water, others, having succumbed to the flood, lying broken in 
the river bed. Caves may be found behind the falls and among the overhanging rocks nearby, and 
bridges, some authentically rude and antique, others picturesquely added to the scene, commonly span 
the stream above or below the falls. 
 
One typical visual characteristic of waterfalls is the picturesque quality of partial concealment. 
Frequently hidden in their wooded ravines, waterfalls are normally approached by a winding path  
which eventually reveals glimpses of the falling water partly obscured by projecting cliffs and screens 
of trees and other vegetation. A mist of spray may also contribute to the falls’ partial concealment 
which adds so much to their picturesque appeal. Sometimes, however, the natural concealment may 
be so great as to impair the scenic quality, and at many of the more popular waterfalls vegetation has 
been cleared and viewing platforms, even bridges, have been constructed to provide better, less 
obstructed views. While such spots were rarely chosen for human habitation, watermills were often 
built close to the falls which provided the power to turn their wheels. Today, many survive, 
commonly in ruin, adding to the picturesque quality of the scene.  
 
We have noted that picturesque scenes often contain elements of the sublime, but before further 
discussing waterfalls on terms of sublimity, these ‘sublime and beautiful objects’ (Beckford, 1790, 
vol. 2, 227) will be considered in relation to the concept of beauty as defined by Burke. It will be 
recalled that among the characteristics of the beautiful are smallness, smoothness, gradual variation 
and delicacy. In these terms, cataracts such as Victoria, Niagara and Iguassu are sublime rather than 
beautiful. They are huge and descend abruptly; here the character of the river and its immediate 
environs changes sharply from that of a broad expanse of water flowing relatively peacefully across a 
wide plateau to a narrow raging torrent seething wildly between the beetling, rugged cliffs of the 
gorge downstream. Detailed aspects of the scene possess elements of beauty – the delicate lacy 
quality of the tumbling water itself, the sparkling reflected light, and the rainbows which form 
graceful, colourful arcs in the spray, for example – but the overall impression is one of sublimity. 
Eighteenth and nineteenth century Romantics, however, discovered the sublime in landscape features, 
such as mountains and waterfalls, that were by no means among the world's giants. In Britain, for 
example, the modest Welsh, Scottish and Lakeland hills were described and portrayed in terms of the 
sublime. An important factor here is state of mind, particularly  the observer’s frame of  reference 
based on past experience in similar situations (Litton and Tetlow, 1974). Hence, a waterfall may be 
perceived to be large – high, great in volume etc. – if the observer has seen nothing of its kind which 
is greater. 
 
Describing some falls in Jamaica, one eighteenth century writer reveals his appreciation of both the 
sublime (conveyed particularly in the first of the following quoted paragraphs) and the beautiful, 
which characterize landscape features of this kind: 
 
‘So vast a discharge of water, thus wildly agitated by the steepness of the fall, dashing and foaming 
from step to step, with all the impetuosity and rage peculiar to this element, exhibits an aweful (sic), 
pleasing scene. But the grandeur of it is astonishingly heightened by the fresh supplies which it 
receives in the rainy-seasons. At such times, the roaring of the flood, reverberated from the adjacent 
rocks, trees and hills; the tumultuous violence of the torrent, tumbling head-long with restless fury; 
and the gloom of the over-hanging wood, contrasted with the soft serenity of the sky, the silver glitter 
of the spray, the flight of birds skimming over the lofty summit of the mountain, and the placid 
surface of the bason (sic) below; form, all together, an assemblage of subjects, the most happily 
mingled, and beyond the power of painting to express …’ 
 
‘A beautiful intermixture of tall and stately trees rises gracefully from the margin on either side; 
whose bark and foliage are diversed with a variety of the loveliest tints. And, to complete the picture, 
the bason is ornamented with two elegant trees of the palm kind, which spring like straight columns 
out of the water, placed by the hand of nature at such even distance from the banks on each side, that 
art could not have done the work with more attention to propriety and exactness. The whole, indeed, 
has been executed by nature in a taste that surpasses description or imitation’ (Long, 1774, vol.2, 94-
95).  
 
Notice, in the first paragraph, terms such as ‘vast’, wildly’, ‘rage’, ‘aweful’, ‘grandeur’, 
‘astonishingly’, ‘violence’, ‘fury’ and ‘gloom’, which we associate with the sublime, in contrast with 
those of the second , which include, ‘beautiful’, ‘stately’, ‘gracefully’, ‘loveliest tints’, ‘ornamented’, 
‘elegant’, ‘straight’ and ‘propriety’, all of which suggest beauty. In describing the scene as a ‘picture’, 
with strong references to art and ornament, the writer clearly expresses his interpretation of the scene 
in picturesque terms. 
 
Over a century later, a Queensland writer described the Barron River Falls in similar terms. ‘The 
thunder of the water was awful … The soul recoils appalled before the inconceivable grandeur  of that 
tremendous scene’ (Meston, 1895, 215) evokes the sublimity of the cataract in spate; but there is 
beauty, too, in ‘the little rivulets of silver that sparkled like a flood of moonlight’, and the ‘beautiful 
orchids … ferns and innumerable little plants looking serenely down … into the awful maelstrom 
underneath’ (216).  
 
Arousal theory and sexual metaphor 
A scene, whether it be in the form of a graphic representation such as a painting or a landscape scene 
experienced outdoors, stimulates responses which can be interpreted in terms of different levels and 
types of arousal. Berlyne (1960; 1966; 1971) hypothesises that people prefer to experience a level of 
arousal which varies in a range that avoids extremes of high arousal or overload, and low arousal, or 
boredom. Waterfalls, like waves breaking on a rugged coast, provide a higher level of stimulus than a 
placid river, but, despite their constant movement, they are, in a sense, unchanging. High arousal is 
stimulated by the  kaleidoscopic patterns of falling water, the rising, swirling spray, the flash and 
sparkle of light, the pulsating noise; low arousal is occasioned by the stream’s constant flow and 
descent and the water’s unceasing sound: purling, splashing, roaring, thundering, according to the 
scale and form of the waterfall or the state of the weather. As a static composition, a waterfall in a 
setting of rocks and trees offers a spatial experience; the swift passage of water and the slow seasonal 
changes convey a sense of time. Thus part of the beauty of waterfalls may consist in this balance 
(Berlyne, 1971) of immutabilty and change, stillness and movement, space and time. It was to these 
qualities that Rashleigh (1935) and Burton (1974) referred  when attempting to explain the fascination 
and appeal of waterfalls.  
 
There are those who would suggest that the arousal which waterfalls can occasion may be, in part, of 
a sexual nature. ‘What is the appeal of waterfalls?’ asks one travel writer. ‘Something sexual, 
perhaps? Are they a metaphor for passion, like waves thundering over jagged rocks, only more 
potent?’ (King, 1998, 8). Certainly, waterfalls and fountains have long been associated with erotic 
love (Schama, 1996, 531-534), a connection which is still recognized, not least in the film industry. 
An early example is A Daughter of the Gods (1916), in which the  ‘diving Venus’, Australian 
swimmer-turned-Hollywood star, Annette Kellerman, ‘wanders … through the film all undressed’ 
(New York Times, 1916: 18 Oct., 9), at one stage tumbling down a tropical waterfall. More recent 
examples include Niagara (1953), starring Marilyn Monroe, and Cocktail (1988), with its sex scene in 
a waterfall setting. In tourism promotion, too, waterfalls are commonly featured in the portrayal of 
romantic destinations, including Australia where ‘paradise is symbolised by vibrant colours, sunshine, 
and sunsets … waterfalls … tropical beaches and palm trees … [and] tourist couples are shown hand-
in-hand … suggesting the natural elements in this landscape promise an awakening of unknown 
heterosexual romance’ (Waitt, 1997, 54-55).  
 
Sexual symbolism in the landscape has been discussed by scholars, including Greenbie (1982) and 
Appleton (1975) who refers to earlier contributions by Shepard (1961) and Burke (1757). Appleton, 
however, is best known for his Prospect-Refuge Theory of landscape, and, in the following section, 
the influential ideas of this geographer are applied to the aesthetic analysis of waterfalls. 
 
Prospect refuge theory 
Appleton seeks to explain landscape preference in terms of what he calls habitat theory, and, more 
specifically, prospect-refuge theory, central to which is the concept of hazard. ‘Habitat theory 
postulates that aesthetic pleasure in landscape derives from the observer experiencing an environment 
favourable to the satisfaction of his biological needs” (Appleton, 1975, 73). Clearly, fresh water is one 
of the fundamental essentials for life, and, in the light of habitat theory, signs of its presence can be 
expected to have a particularly strong appeal. Indeed, there is abundant evidence to suggest that water 
bodies figure strongly in landscape preference (Bourassa, 1991). Waterfalls, therefore, may owe at 
least part of their landscape appeal to their being aqueous phenomena; and , unlike lakes and placid 
streams, they announce their presence not only to the eye, but also to the ear, indicating the existence 
of fresh water even when out of sight. They are part of the ‘Soundscape’ (Porteous and Mastin, 1985), 
as well as the visual landscape. 
 
Water falling over cliffs, and the rugged gorges in which waterfalls are commonly found, however, 
may also be perceived as hazards, landforms and places which pose a threat to human safety. As the 
taste for the sublime indicates, hazards can actually contribute to our enjoyment of the experience of 
landscape. Appleton’s prospect-refuge theory relates to hazards and our tendency to avoid danger, 
instead gaining advantage from our environmental conditions. This theory proposes that , ‘the ability 
to see without being seen is conducive to the exploitation of environmental conditions favourable to 
biological survival and is therefore a source of pleasure’ (Appleton, 1975, 270). Here it may be 
helpful to define some of the terms used by Appleton. 
 
Prospect:  (i ) A view; ( ii ) an environmental condition, situation, object or arrangement conducive 
to the attainment of a view. 
Refuge: An environmental condition, situation, object or arrangement conducive to hiding or 
sheltering. 
Hazard: An incident or condition prejudicial to the attainment of comfort, safety or survival. 
Hide: A form of refuge which provides concealment from animate hazards. 
Shelter: A form of refuge which provides protection from inanimate hazards. 
 
Much of Appleton’s argument relates to hunting which he, like many other scholars, believes to have 
been an important factor in the evolution of the human mind and behaviour. Cosgrove and others 
(Cosgrove, 1984; 1986; Daniels and Cosgrove, 1988; Jeans, 1977), however, are severely critical of 
this atavistic and behavioural interpretation of landscape. A refinement has been proposed which 
places greater emphasis on ‘shelter’ from inanimate hazards than on ‘hide’ from animate hazards, thus 
reducing the theory’s heavy dependence on the role of hunting (Hudson, 1992). 
 
It is hazard which bestows symbolic significance on refuge, and waterfalls may be recognized as an 
inanimate hazard, one which falls into three or four of the five sub-groups into which Appleton 
categorizes this type. Clearly, waterfalls belong to what Appleton calls aquatic hazards, with their 
threat of drowning; and they are also a form of locomotion hazard, associated with movement, 
notably falling. Perhaps, too, they may be classed , with avalanches and landslides, as instability 
hazards. Insofar as their flow is controlled by weather conditions, waterfalls are also related to the 
meteorological hazard group which includes rain, snow and ice. Out of the five types suggested by 
Appleton, it is only fire hazards that have no obvious direct connection with waterfalls. Even here, 
however, falling water caught in bright sunlight might be suggestive of flames, and rising spray may 
resemble smoke, as at Victoria Falls, known locally as ‘Mosi oa Tunya’, or ‘The Smoke that 
Thunders’. 
 
Appleton identifies one more type of hazard, one not posing a direct threat to survival. This group he 
calls impediment hazards, including rivers, ravines and cliffs which are associated with waterfalls. 
These landforms are barriers to movement, possibly impeding escape from danger. Moreover, 
waterfalls have often impeded movement along rivers and valleys which otherwise might provide 
convenient routes. 
 
Where a river flows from relatively open country and plunges into a secluded, and, typically, wooded 
gorge, the prospect-refuge symbolism can be very powerful, indeed. Conversely, a waterfall emerging 
from a hidden ravine and tumbling, in full view, down into a broad valley can evoke similar feelings. 
Commonly framed by overhanging rocks and trees, and seen from the sheltered viewpoint of a natural 
ledge or a specially constructed platform, many waterfalls are frequently quintessential manifestations 
of prospect-refuge symbolism, and hence they are among the most popular landscape features. 
 
Appleton’s critic, Cosgrove (1984), puts forward the alternative view that the concept of landscape is 
a social, cultural and economic construct which emerged in Western capitalist societies between 1400 
and 1900 AD. He suggests that, with the development of capitalism, the intimate connection between 
land and its users was broken, thus making it possible to distance oneself from the land and to view it 
detachedly as landscape. Cosgrove’s theory, unlike Appleton’s, suffers from being time and culture 
specific, ignoring, for example, Chinese landscape taste which long preceded the European 
Renaissance and Western capitalism. It seems possible, however, that conscious landscape 
appreciation is related to urbanization, as suggested by Spencer (1975) with reference to the 
Hellenistic and Roman civilizations. 
 
The tourist gaze 
With increasing urbanization, particularly the growth of cities in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, tourism grew to become what is now one of  the world’s largest industries. Tourists seek 
‘features of the landscape and townscape which separate them off from everyday experience’ (Urry, 
1990, 3). These are the objects of what Urry calls ‘the tourist gaze’. Among the important resources 
for tourism are waterfalls (Hudson, 1998), as tourist literature, including promotional material and 
guidebooks, testify. Not only are waterfalls often featured prominently in accounts of the scenic 
attractions of many tourist destinations, but there are now numerous books devoted entirely to these 
popular landscape features, usually describing those of a particular region, providing information on 
how to find them and other tips for the traveller. 
 
Some guidebook authors attempt to analyze the unique beauty of individual falls, as in the following 
examples from Bolnick and Bolnick  (1990). ‘The beauty of the entire formation lies in its long 
mosaic of narrow channels and silvery water veils cast amidst sculpted granite’ (141); ‘The waterfall 
– a sparkling silver feather ornament on a dark gray wall of ancient gneiss’ (52). The authors remark 
that there is ‘nothing fancy about the design of Giant Falls’ (261), but note ‘the enchanting geometry’ 
of Weetamoo Falls (267), all in the White Mountains, USA.      
 
US geographer, Plumb (1989), goes so far as to rate the beauty of the falls he describes in his 
guidebook according to a five star scale. ‘This is a subjective rating determined by the form and 
height of a waterfall, and by the scenery surrounding it’ (Plumb, 1989, 13). He also classifies the falls 
according to their form, noting that most have elements of more than one form. Plumb identifies eight 
basic waterfall forms, namely: the plunge, horsetail, fan, punchbowl, cascade, block, tiered and 
segmented. Subsequently, Plumb (1993) developed a more sophisticated method for estimating and 
comparing the visual magnitude of waterfalls, something which, as we have seen, relates to the 
sublime quality of the spectacle. He noted that among the world’s ‘great’ falls, the highest tend to be 
modest in width and discharge, while the largest in volume tend to be wide, but with a relatively short 
drop. Plumb’s method of assessment involves a quantitative scale based on four characteristics: 
height, width, discharge and verticality. By these means, it is possible to compare the visual 
magnitude of very different waterfalls, including high, slender falls, such as Angel and Yosemite, 
wide but relatively low cataracts, such as Niagara and Victoria, and sloping or cascading descents, 
such as the Murchison Falls, taking into consideration the volume of water. 
  
Conclusion 
The work of Plumb, the Bolnicks and others clearly reflects a high level of interest in waterfalls, and a 
practical concern for their aesthetic quality. There can be no doubt that, for many, landscape beauty is 
a matter of importance, and that, more specifically, the aesthetics of waterfalls is a subject of 
significance both culturally and economically, particularly as it relates to leisure and tourism. While 
many writers, including geographers, have given considerable attention to waterfalls and their 
beauties, this study is probably the first attempt at an aesthetic analysis of them in terms of established  
landscape theory. It demonstrates that waterfalls possess, to a marked degree, many of the  qualities 
which were greatly appreciated by the Romantics, and which recent theorists identify as significant in 
the aesthetic experience of landscape. More work remains to be done, however, including 
consideration of waterfalls in the light of other aesthetic theories, and in the context of various 
cultural, gender and age groups. There is scope, too, for the aesthetic analysis of waterfalls in 
particular regions, interpreting them in terms of various aesthetic theories, and drawing on the works 
of writers, painters, photographers and others who have attempted to capture and portray the essence 
of these landscape features. It is hoped that this paper will encourage geographers to give serious 
attention to the aesthetics of landscape, not least because it is a matter with important implications for 
recreation and tourism. As Australian Conservation Foundation vice-president, Penny Figgis is 
reported to have said at a recent tourism conference, ‘It’s no use having a beautiful waterfall if you 
drive through an urban jungle to get there' (Oliver, 1998, 45). 
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